Purpose: A possible favourable response pattern on scaled forms used as a means of evaluating training courses is investigated. This is an important issue as scales are frequently used to collect student feedback and also to measure attitude change as a result of training courses, in universities, colleges and industry, Methodology: In part one of the study evaluation forms were examined referring to courses were completed by 879 students attending 15 university level courses and 531 students at school. In part two a more exacting test for a favourable response tendency using attitude scales was designed. This involved 212 teachers who were asked about their willingness to include 'children with special needs' in their classes.
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For the full text of this licence, please go to: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.5/ lecturers is at least 65 per cent. and above'. Perkins, Guerin and Schleh (1990) use a seven point scale to assess teaching covering a range of characteristics such as presentation and stimulation, If the actual data reported is examined it can be seen that fourteen of the fifteen scales have mean scores at the favourable end of the scales. Again if the data presented by Coladarci and Kornfield (2007) is examined in detail all of the 27 scaled responses have a mean score at the favourable end of the five point scales.
Although student evaluation of teaching studies appear to have largely failed to draw attention to bunching at the favourable end of response scales a small number of studies into other topics have specifically mentioned this response bias. Amongst these is one by John and Robbins (1994) who asked 102 Masters in Business Administration students to rank their own performance in an interactive task and found a marked tendency to respond favourably with regard to their own performance. This study was concerned with self-esteem and is very different to a course evaluation which can be a far less personal thing. John and Robbins also looked at whether 33 of the Masters in Business Administration students considered their tutors had marked them fairly and found on a nine point rating scale a mean rating of 7.3. A total of 76 per cent of the responses were at the favourable end of the scales with this very different task. Also using Likert style scales, Schwarz et al (1991) looked at perceptions of success or failure in life. They found 80 per cent were positive responses. This, it could be argued, may reflect the positive attitudes they had towards themselves rather more than being a result of a particular response pattern on the questionnaire, but equally it could be a result of a response bias. The concern of the present study is to look specifically for evidence as to whether a favourable response bias occurs when Likert scales are used.
The idea of a possible response bias based on preference to one end of a scale could, if found to occur may rank in importance alongside other characteristics of the bias on response scales which have been well documented in the research methods texts. Wells and Marwell (1976, p. 83) , for example, discuss the use of a neutral point when planning a scale. A review by Dawes and Smith (1985) and supported by Oppenheim (1992) , also highlighted the advantages and disadvantages of including or omitting the neutral point. Their view is that it provides an opportunity for an evasive response style. 'Response set' is another of the factors identified by researchers including Bourque and Fielder (1995), De Vaus (1991) and Hayes (2000) . This means if the scales are all presented with, for example, disagree to the left end of the scale and agree to the right respondents may complete the scale by filling in the scale points in one position on the page. Identification of these response biases provides support for the idea expressed here in the present study that the issue of response bias is one which merits investigation.
Many studies suggest that rather than being evaluated favourably there should be some unfavourable evaluations of courses. There are a number of reasons for suggesting course participants might be expected to evaluate courses unfavourably. There are individual differences in learning style (Schmidt and Moust 2000) and so students are likely to react differently to course activities; individual students' have different preferences for their lecturers as people (Vanderstoep, Fagerlin and Feenstra 2000) and preferences for presentation style differ (Grand 2000) , which should all mean some students would evaluate unfavourably for some courses. Most telling is the finding by Maynard et al (2002) that students tend to blame their own failure in terms of poor course presentation. As not all students complete courses satisfactorily some unfavourable evaluations would be expected.
The aim of this study is to establish, by means of a small survey of course evaluation responses, whether there is evidence scaled responses have a favourable bias. It is not something which is mentioned in either the evaluation texts (for example Holcomb 1998 , Rae 2002 , and Salas et al 2003 , or in the research methodology texts (for example Fowler 2002 , Hayes 2000 and Shaughnessy et al 2000 . It was therefore felt necessary to collect evidence to show whether this does occur.
Student evaluations typically measure feedback about the course itself and/or sometimes whether attitudes have been changed. Both these measures tend to use the scaled response format. It is intended in the present study to determine whether there is evidence scaled responses may be biased at the favourable end of scales looking at, in part one, student evaluations of teaching and in part two a response scale which questions attitude measures. Any such tendency is important because of interpretations made from response scales.
Part One
Favourable responses on a course feedback scale: The university sample: Evaluations from 879 undergraduates attending 15 different courses were examined. The courses selected were all taken from one university department. The university was ranked in the top twenty per cent in Britain and the courses to be evaluated were selected on the basis of those available for evaluation during a single academic year. Table 1 provides background information about the sample which includes contributions from three levels of study, a variety of lecturers and different types of courses. The sample thus includes evaluations from a sample which includes many of the variables previously mentioned as having an impact of student evaluations. 
The evaluation questionnaire:
This was in use in the university department and, as can be seen in table 11, consists of a series of statements to which the student is expected to respond on a five point scale from strongly agree to strongly disagree. The statements cover many aspects of the courses. These included, for example, the performance of the lecturer, the feelings of the students as to what they got out of the course and the performance of the library staff.
Results:
It can be seen from table 11 the responses do bunch towards the favourable end of the scales. The scoring system is on a five point scale with the highest score being most favourable. The second column shows the average score for those fifteen modules is higher than three. This indicates the average score on the modules is at the favourable end of the scale. The third column shows the number of scales where the average is below three for any particular module. On only eight scales is there an unsatisfactory average out of a total of 270 average scale scores over the fifteen modules. In the fourth column are details for each scale of the percentage of individual students who gave an unsatisfactory response. There are no more than 13 percent on any scale. This is the most crucial figure because it includes only those who evaluated on the negative end of the scale and excludes any who may have scored in the neutral central point on the scale. Referring back to the fourth column in table 1 where the actual courses which had a negative scale are detailed there is no indication that any particular course is less well judged than any other. A noticeable feature is that the two largest courses seem to record more criticism of the library. The school sample: In order to address the possibility that evaluations at a 'good university' could be expected to produce favourable evaluations school evaluations were conducted at one school for years 7, 8 and 9 with a total of 531students. This school was classified amongst the bottom five percent. in the country for academic performance according to an Office of Standards in Education rating. This was intended to take into account the issue of favourable response patterns being a result of a good institution being judged by highly motivated students as it was unlikely these school students would be positively orientated to various aspects of their schooling due to the numerous factors, including low student motivation, which contributed to the low ranking of the school. A four point scale was used which did not include a central or neutral point to follow the format of the Office of Standards in Education questionnaire.
78% of responses, as can be seen in table 111, occur in the two left columns with the agree responses which shows a favourable reaction to the school. The strongly negative disagree which is an unfavourable reaction to the school is rarely used. Even with this group of students at the very bottom end of the educational hierarchy they are answering positively about their school experience. The majority of the 22% unfavourable responses are on two scales, both related to student behaviour, and not directed against the school. Whilst it could be argued the students may like their school this is less likely to be the case than with the undergraduate sample as the school has such a low rating and part of the reason for this is the underachievement of the students. 
Part two
Favourable responses on an attitude scale: Attitude measures are often used as a sign of course effectiveness. It may be seen as important that participants' beliefs are changed to match some 'corporate ideal'. The problem is that if there is a tendency to respond at the 'favourable' end of a scale then the results of a questionnaire may well reflect that response bias rather than the real views of the participants. To demonstrate this response bias it was necessary to select an attitude measure which there is some reason to believe the participants feel unfavourably towards. There are few examples of this because in cases where people generally would react negatively such as against violence there is a strong social pressure to do so. In most other cases, such as for example the need for greater efficiency in the workplace, people would be expected to respond favourably anyway.
The topic selected for this study looked at the reactions teachers expressed towards the 'inclusion' of certain types of 'children with special needs' in main stream classes. This task was chosen in the light the evidence from the research (eg Florian and Rouse 2001 and Howe and Welner 2002) many teachers and schools are against, or at best ambivalent about including 'children with special needs' in mainstream classes. They suggest this is understandable as teachers and schools have to maintain the balance, between doing all they can to achieve the best test scores, and to provide opportunities for 'children with special needs'. Further the general tendency amongst teachers, according to Garvar-Pinhas and Schmelkin (1989) , is the more contact with 'children with special needs', the more negative the attitude towards 'inclusion'. Responses, according to these researchers are therefore it is predicted likely to be negative on any response scales concerning their feelings about the inclusion of 'children with special needs' in mainstream classes. It was felt this would be an exacting test of an attitude response bias on a Likert scale. It also provided an opportunity to build into the study a more objective measure of the teacher's feelings about 'inclusion' by asking them to rank different groups of children in order of priority for 'inclusion'. This provided a measure against which the Likert scale responses could be tested. If the teachers said they were happy to have a certain type of 'child with special needs' in their classes their feelings about this could be checked against how they rank ordered their preferences. This ranking task provided an objective means of assessing each individual teacher's views about their relative willingness to accept the inclusion of various types of 'children with special needs'.
Participants:
A questionnaires were distributed by the researcher to teachers in their schools, usually in the staff room (212 responded, a 93% response rate). The teachers did not have any special involvement with 'children with special needs', other than in the course of their mainstream teaching activities. 187 reported that they had experience of teaching at least one 'child with special needs'.
The Questionnaire:
The first part of the questionnaire required the teachers to respond on Likert style scales their feelings about a number of types of 'children with special needs' being included in mainstream classes. The format of the seven Likert style statements were as follows:
Children who experience a speech impairment should be given every opportunity to be included in mainstream classes whenever possible Strongly agree/agree/disagree/strongly disagree The words speech impairment would be substituted in the remaining six subsequent questions by one of the following: learning disability, physically impaired, behavioural problem, visual or hearing defect, a registered disability, gifted. A factor, which can influence responses, concerns the severity of the problem. Ward, Center and Bochner (1994) found the more severe the problem the less positively inclusion was regarded by teachers. In the present study the participants were instructed to consider all the seven types of special needs as 'severe'.
Each statement required a response on a four point Likert style scale. This avoided the neutral response which could well have been a popular one due to the nature of the topic. Wells and Marwell (1976 p. 83) for example argue that having a neutral response scale point provides a 'golden mean' or the opportunity for an evasive response style. The terms on the Likert scale were presented alternately with agree on the left and then on the right to avoid 'response set'. In addition the order of presentation of the problems was varied by printing many versions of the questionnaire with the statements re ordered. This was to ensure there was no 'order effect' which could imply any particular problem was more important.
The second part of the questionnaire required the teachers to rank order the above categories in priority order for inclusion and the second ranking task required them to rank the problems from one to seven in order of the need to allocate resources. The order of presentation of the types of 'children with special needs' was varied randomly on the questionnaires. The ranking approach makes adopting socially acceptable responses less easy, and forces the participants to indicate their preferences. The ranking task was used because, according to John and Robbins (1994) , a ranking task provides 'an explicit context of comparison' and 'also eliminates any potential differences in scale usage' so that judgements can be made on a specified base line. Any link between the scores on the Likert scales and the rank ordering of the 'children with special needs' could be observed
Results:
In addition to the examination of the profile of Likert responses the scores on the Likert response statements were correlated with the scores on the ranking task. This was to determine whether responses on the Likert scales represented the views expressed on the ranking task. This acted as a control measure which could not be subject to a favourable pattern of responses.
Responses to the statement; Children who experience a ……… should be given every opportunity to be included in mainstream classes whenever possible
As can be seen in table IV reading from left to right, in the second column the Likert style scores show that none of the categories were scored below the 2.5 mid point level. In column three on the Likert scales by far the greatest number of responses are on the agree end of the scale as was predicted. Only 12% of the answers were on the negative end of the Likert scales. This means that 88% of the responses indicate a favourable reaction to the idea of 'inclusion' for the various types of problem. When, however, the ranking task is considered it is clear in the fourth column of table IV some of the categories are ranked very much lower than others. The ranking task suggests some 'children with special needs' are consistently seen as being more acceptable to be included than others. This is not made clear by the Likert scores. Column five shows the correlations between individual scores on the two tasks are all very low. This might be indicating that individuals are not responding consistently on the two scales. They tend to be scoring favourably on the Likert scales to all 'children with special needs' whereas on the ranking task it is clear they do not have a similar view. This difference really does highlight the problem of favourable bias with response scales. They are typically used in course evaluations to compare between variables such as class size, type of course type of tutor etc. The interpretation made from these studies tends to be that there are differences but rarely that courses are unsatisfactory. Here again in a very different context the results of this questionnaire about inclusion show the teachers are favourably disposed towards all types of children which is particularly surprising. The literature indicates this would not be expected.
It also suggests teachers with experience of having 'children with special needs' in their classes are unlikely to be favourably disposed towards their inclusion in future. In the sample included in this study 88% of the teachers had some previous experience of those children in their classes. The pattern of response son the Likert scales bears little or no relationship to their willingness to accept certain types of children when forced to rank them. If this is transposed to the course evaluation situation the implications are serious.
Scales sores allow students or in this instance the teachers to respond favourably to all factors, some more than others but they are not compelled to adopt a negative strategy. When forced to rank they are well able to do so and place some factors at the bottom of the list. In other words the use of scales allows the respondent to avoid being negative. This raises the point that if scaled responses fail to produce negative reactions, although their use for comparison purposes is acceptable, their use as a measure of approval by students of courses is suspect. It is not being argued here that response scales should not be used merely that one of the limitations is that responses tend to be at the favourable end of scales. This method of evaluation may not really be suitable as a means of identifying unsatisfactory courses. *The correlation is expressed as a minus, that is an inverse correlation simply because low score on ranking task is a preferred choice and a high score on the Likert scale reflects a positive response.
Discussion
The results of the undergraduate and school evaluations show the students respond favourably to the courses in which they have taken part. From the evidence of their responses to the evaluations, on virtually all the measures, scores are above the mid point on scales used. It must be comforting for the organisers of these courses to have noted the responses are this favourable! An alternative explanation is that the students are merely responding with a favourable bias on the Likert scales. The 'good evaluations' may merely reflect this tendency. This means that feedback about individual courses is more likely to be favourable than unfavourable. Judging any individual course on the basis of feedback evaluations would not therefore appear to be a useful exercise. There are two ways in which any 'favourable response bias' can be taken into account. The first is to compare scores on evaluation forms from one course with those of another similar course. This would provide the opportunity for courses to be ranked in terms of participants' reactions. The second is to look at evaluations of different elements within a particular course, such as method of presentation or use of case studies, and compare them. That way the relative strengths or weaknesses of these elements within a particular course can be judged.
Part two of the study which involved the teacher questionnaires shows how responses on attitude scales also tend to lean towards the favourable end. Again it is suggested here this reflects a 'response bias'. The teachers answered positively on the Likert scales indicating they feel 'children with special needs' are suitable for 'inclusion' into mainstream classes even though the research evidence and the ranking task suggests this is too simplistic an interpretation. Respondents are choosing the favourable half of the scale on this task, just as the students in the university and school samples did on the various course evaluation scales.
The findings of the present study provide support for the view observed in very different contexts by John and Robbins (1994) and Schwarz et al (1991) that responses on Likert style scales tend to be placed at the favourable end. Favourable evaluations of courses do not necessarily mean the courses are good. These results suggest it is as likely to be a consequence of the way in which people respond on Likert scales. It could be argued it would be a far better judgement on a course, if the student were to be asked to rank that course in comparison to others. This would mean that rather than being allowed to award an above average score or response to each course, they would say how good the course was as compared to others. The difficulty in doing this is some topics are more popular than others (Bassin 1974) and so the selection of courses for comparison purposes needs to take this into account.
The tendency to respond at the positive end of a Likert scale should rank in importance along side other characteristics such as 'mid point and 'response set'. Evaluations with scores above the mid point on scales may be more of a feature of the manner in which individuals typically tend to respond on scales than to the quality of the course. This is important because of the emphasis given to student evaluations of teaching.
